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neither above nor beneath the government but were an
integrated part of a complex governing machine. It was in
and through the feudal system that all classes shared and felt
themselves to share in the community of the realm. Time and
trade had destroyed that old community. By the middle of the
fifteenth century in England the yeoman, the merchant, and
the squire had acquired much of the once responsible wealth
of the great feudal nobles, but they had neither acquired, nor
sought, any correlative responsibility. They registered in
Parliament certain legislative acts of the Crown at the Crown's
request, but except in moments of revolution they sought no
initiative or responsibility. The old nobility still shared in the
government at the centre but as irresponsible magnates rather
than as responsible members of a community. The Crown
depended on them no longer for military service, not even for
revenues which came more largely from customs and excise.
Such force as they possessed came not from their public position
but from their private wealth which enabled them to hire
men-at-arms and to fight for or against the Crown. Their
opportunity came after 1453. So long as the Crown could live,
as Henry V and for a time Henry VI did, on the tribute
drawn from their French conquests, and as long, therefore, as
the Crown disposed of powerful mercenary forces in its own
pay, the Crown was secure. By 1453 all Henry V's conquests
had been lost; only Calais remained. The monarchy which
had lost its magic had now lost its money, and the old nobility
which had been increasingly restive and rebellious plunged the
country into civil war in 1460.

Henry VI himself was murdered in 1471 (he had been deposed
ten years earlier and only restored in 1470); his son Edward was
murdered in the same year. Clarence, Edward IV's brother,
was murdered in 1478 and the two children of Edward IV in
1485. Richard III, who had seized the throne on the death
of Edward in that year, was betrayed by Lord Stanley and
killed by Henry Tudor at the battle of Bosworth in 1485.
Stanley put the crown on Tudor's head. Tudor showed his
gratitude by executing Stanley's cousin.

The Wars of the Roses are surprising rather for their violence
and ruthlessness than for anything else. The rival factions gave